The article argues that a major cause of inconsistencies and idiosyncrasies in the work of a loose group of politically committed architects is no other than Hardt and Negri's Empire.
1
In 2009, an international masterclass at the Berlage Institute studied a street market in a deprived Rotterdam neighbourhood, the Afrikaanderplein. Headed by Teddy Cruz and supported by Jeanne van Heeswijk and Miguel Robles-Duran, three socially and politically committed architects and artists, the group produced a critique of the tight control and regulation of the market by authorities. The group's proposals were, basically, to liberalise and de-regulate the market.
Whether the Afrikaanderplein market is a case which merits deregulation depends, of course, on the specific conditions the group detected in the area. More important here, however, is that the proposals appear, at least superficially, to contrast the anti-neoliberal and radical positions of the three individuals directing the group. The booklet produced at the masterclass provides the argument for the project's impetus by quoting Teddy Cruz:
There is a contradiction here: While the neo-liberalist idea of the 'free market' operating at a larger scale of the corporate has benefited de-regulation, individual freedoms and illegality, its approach to the small scale of the street market in many cities across Europe has operated as a repressive system of over-regulation and control, eroding the informal manifestations of diversity and social relations that can promote economic sustainability at the scale of the neighbourhood. 2 The statement above and the proposals of the group outline state regulation as the adversary, suggesting it is 'repressive'; they mistakenly attribute the tight control of the market by authorities to neoliberalism, while, in fact, it is a legacy of the preceding era of Keynesian economics and welfare state, which produced such control mechanisms in the Netherlands and elsewhere. Rather than a contradiction, the controlled street market represents an irreducible remainder of a previous era, a territory not yet fully integrated into the logic of free-market economy. Similar misconceptions, accompanied by emphasis on deregulation and liberalisation, hallmarks of neoliberal policies, can be found in many of the proposals and designs of a young generation of socially and politically committed architects. This paper will study these -very real -contradictions by focusing on this 'generational' group of architects and its theoretical and ideological groundings. Such contradictions arise from, primarily, [1] the complexity of some of the relevant issues -for example, the fact that certain regulatory policies were implemented as a means of encouraging rather than limiting speculation;
3 [2] the exposure of this group to the 1960s ultra-left critique of the Keynesian- Previously, in the 1990s, the political dimension of architecture was framed as a critical stance based on disciplinary autonomy, a position advocated, somewhat differently, by Peter Eisenman and K. Michael Hays. 4 According to these ideas, loosely-based on the aesthetic theories of Theodor Adorno and Clement Greenberg regarding the role of modern art, 5 architecture is necessarily critical when practiced 'autonomously' -by being 'free' from society, it can, supposedly, be critical of society. By the end of the 1990s, however, with the widespread commissioning of precisely this type of architecture, the theory seemed divorced from reality. Autonomous architecture provided the necessary spectacle and difference to 'vacuous' urban environments, aided in branding cities as centres of 'vitality', 'dynamism', and relevance, and consequently was an instrument of globally positioning cities and attracting foreign investment. In Empire, the necessity of the current mode of production, capitalism, is tied to the idea of immanence. The political scientist Ernesto Laclau has argued that the idea of immanence first emerged as a solution to the theological debate regarding the existence of evil in a world dominated by a God who is supposedly good and all-powerful. 12 Scotus Erigena's solution was that there was no evil, but, rather, necessary stages on God's route to divine perfection.
Similar ideas of immanence exist also, Laclau reminds his readers, in Hegel and Marx -and, in a more explicit manner, also in Empire.
The idea that capitalism needs to be exacerbated in order to transform into socialism typically leads to a fatalistic view of history and to an absence of human agency, culminating in a demand for 'quietism': basically, the argument suggests that any battle against capitalism and victories over it simply postpone its demise, and therefore are futile, or worse, a hindrance to overcoming capitalism. In particular, it undermines the argument for political action and dissent. For this reason, such 'fatalist' theses have been opposed by figures such as Laclau. 13 Hardt and Negri attempt to avoid fatalism by emphasising the liberatory operations within the system of global capitalism, fostered by empowered human subjects, operations which accept the basic premise of the global, neoliberal condition, and which have the potential of giving birth to an alternative reality from within the flawed existing one by advancing its causes:
A new sense of being is imposed on the constitution of Empire by the creative movement of the multitude, or really it is continually present in this process as an alternative paradigm. It is internal to Empire and pushes forward its constitution, not as a negative that constructs a positive or any such dialectical resolution. Rather it acts as an absolutely positive force that pushes the dominating power toward an abstract and empty unification, to which it appears as the distinct alternative. Why should that slogan be the exclusive property of the conservatives?' 20 Bull identifies a fissure within the anti-globalisation movement, namely, a conflict between the demand for social justice and a demand for freedom. Negri is associated with the latter, and for this reason his work is infused with similar thoughts to the ones which prevail in neoliberal theory, itself typically legitimised via a questionable claim to 'freedom'.
And there is a significant concern whether Negri has indeed overcome the fatalism implicit in the propagation of the 'necessity' of the current mode of production. The authors suggest, after all, that the masses -or 'the multitude' -are already empowered:
Don't we already possess 'arms' and 'money'? The kind of money that Machiavelli insists is necessary may in fact reside in the productivity of the multitude, the immediate actor of biopolitical production and reproduction. The kind of arms in question may be contained in the potential of the multitude to sabotage and destroy with its own productive force the parasitical order of postmodern command. 21 The idea that the multitude is already empowered recalls Tronti's major theory. His 'strategy of refusal' was based on the argument that workers were already empowered; as capital depended on productive labour, workers could choose to refuse to work, and therefore held, in effect, a loaded gun to the head of the bourgeoisie. Laclau has criticised the absence of politics in Empire, arguing that 'within its theoretical framework, politics becomes unthinkable'; 28 the book does not proceed beyond a general declaration of basic demands, does not envision a politics, or the manner in which the diverse -and often competing -protest movements can coalesce into a political force. Philosopher and political scientist Chantal Mouffe commented that Hardt and Negri 'think it is possible to reach a perfect democracy in which there will no longer be any relation of power -no more conflict, no more antagonism.' 29 But perhaps Laclau is mistaken in treating Empire as an analytical study. Rather than an academic role, the book has a political purpose. Laclau himself has written of populist movements, 30 and about the moment of (political) articulation -the moment in which an abstract idea, an empty signifier of sorts, or a specific demand, or a name of a leader, act as unifiers of an amalgam of differentiated movements, creating a temporary coalition and mass
movement. This appears to be the role of Empire -creating the moment of articulation, taking active part in the political formation, and precisely for this reason the book must refer to an absence, in the same manner that demands which become symbolic unifiers of a populist movement must remain abstract -'empty containers' -in order to satisfy the diverse constituencies involved, as in the case of demands such as 'freedom'. Empire can therefore be seen not as unfolding a political theory in full sense, but as the symbol which can enable the political articulation of the protest movement. Similarly, the contemporary architects follow vanguard precedents in their own organisation and role, despite espousing participatory, direct-democracy principles which undermine the legitimacy of a vanguard -the vanguard being the role of enlightened intellectuals to 'lead the way', the type of pedagogical position assumed by Lenin and others, and criticised for its anti-democratic aspect and its implicit presumption of a position of superiority towards the masses, an anathema to the participatory movement.
In the short timespan since the birth of the architectural movement in question, many of the involved practices have shifted from being highly critical and radical to a more nuanced and professional position, discarding en route not only some of the naivety and simplicity of the earlier stance and rhetoric, but also much of their radicalism. Urban-Think Tank informality is a complex, nonlinear system in which patterns intersect and mutate in unexpected ways. From a design standpoint, the "informal" can serve as a laboratory for the study of adaptation and innovation.' 35 They seem unaware of the manner in which their object of desire, the informal city, was created and exacerbated by precisely the free-market economy the architects supposedly oppose. 36 At the end of the day, many of the propositions of the young generation of architects are ridiculed even by Negri, who has written that 'I almost laugh when my closest comrades talk about alternatives in terms of communes, selfmanaged gardens and city allotments, multifunctional squats, cultural and political ateliers, enterprises of common Bildung.' shortcomings, the loose movement in question has proven to be resilient and adaptive, innovative and bold. A key aspect of this prowess is the autocritique produced by the politically and socially committed architects and their willingness to take part in an ongoing debate regarding the efficacy of architecture. It is to the credit of this debate, that in its discussions the argument that 'another world is possible' prevails.
